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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING THE OTHER SIDE: THE TRAITS OF PARTNERS
OF INDIVIDUALS WITH NEUROTIC TRAITS IN COMMITTED PREMARITAL
RELATIONSHIPS

Ryan W. Blick
Marriage and Family Therapy Program
School of Family Life
Master of Science

The purpose of this study was to identify the partners’ traits and skills that predict
relationship satisfaction in committed, premarital relationships in which one person has
neurotic traits, as well as to examine the degree of consensus about neuroticism for both
individuals. Data from 198 never-married, young adult, premarital couples who had
completed the RELATionship Evaluation (RELATE) questionnaire were used in the
analyses. Measures of perceived partner traits and skills included levels of empathic
communication, clear sending, flooding, kindness, flexibility, criticism, and contempt and
defensiveness. Relationship satisfaction as measured by RELATE was the criterion
variable. Results showed little agreement between self and partner perceptions of the
specific neurotic traits manifested by neurotic individuals; that is, levels of anxiety,
depression, anger, and low self-esteem. A negative relationship between partner-rated
neurosis and each person’s relationship satisfaction, however, was present for both

genders. The significant positive predictors of the neurotic female actor’s relationship
satisfaction were her perceptions of her partner’s: 1) empathic communication, 2)
flexibility, and 3) clear sending, as well as 4) the length of the relationship. The only
significant predictor of the non-neurotic male partner’s relationship satisfaction was the
neurotic female actor’s perception of his empathic communication. The significant
predictors of the neurotic male actor’s relationship satisfaction were his perceptions of his
partner’s: 1) criticism (a negative relationship), 2) kindness, 3) flooding (a negative
relationship), and 4) empathic communication. The significant predictors of the healthy
female partner’s relationship satisfaction were the neurotic male actor’s perceptions of
her: 1) kindness, 2) flexibility, 3) criticism, 4) flooding, and 5) empathic communication,
as well as 6) the length of the relationship. These results suggest that certain partner traits
and skills may help to increase the relationship satisfaction for both partners in
relationships in which one partner possesses neurotic traits. Implications of these results
for therapists working with premarital couples in which one partner has neurotic traits are
outlined.
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Chapter 1
Introduction, Purposes, and Theoretical Context
The general purpose of this study was to examine non-neurotic partners’
perceptions of individuals with neurotic traits in committed, premarital relationships and
how select partner traits and skills predict relationship quality for both people in the
relationship. Murstein (1973) stated that the components of neurosis include “moodiness,
inability to make decisions, and dislike of the self. . .” (p.22). More recently, neuroticism,
a term often used interchangeably with “negative affectivity” (Davila et al. 2003; Gattis
et al. 2004; Karney et al. 1994; Karney & Bradbury, 1997) has been defined as the
tendency “to report distress, discomfort, and dissatisfaction over time and regardless of
the situation, even in the absence of any overt or objective source of stress” (Watson &
Clark, 1984), often including traits such as anxiety, depression, hostility, and selfconsciousness (Costa and McCrae, 1995). Neurosis is different than psychosis, which is
said to exist when reality testing is grossly impaired (Maxmen & Ward, 1995). Neurosis
refers to a non-psychotic and ego-dystonic syndrome and is distinguished from
personality disorders, which are more chronic and ego-syntonic.
The partner perceptions of individuals with neurotic traits that are the focus of this
study include the following specific neurotic traits: 1) anxiety, 2) anger/hostility, 3)
depression and 4) low self-esteem, comprising the traits evident in individuals with
neuroticism (Draper & Holman, 2005). Examining each of these traits individually
helped us to determine which of these neurotic traits are most apparent to the nonneurotic partner and to check congruence with the neurotic partner’s perception of self.
The non-neurotic partner also was studied for their levels of: 1) kindness, and 2)
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flexibility, and their abilities to 1) empathize, 2) communicate clearly (clear sending), 3)
refrain from becoming defensive, 4) refrain from being critical and 5) refrain from
becoming emotionally flooded in order to learn if these traits and skills are important for
maintaining relationship satisfaction for both people in the relationship.
Theoretical Context
In order to understand why it is important to study neuroticism in the context of
romantic relationships, it is necessary to first understand the theory from which
individual psychological functioning and couples’ interactions and behaviors are
conceptualized. One of the most common frameworks used in studying couple interaction
is family systems theory (White & Klein, 2002). Systems theory conceptualizes
individuals and families as being inherently interconnected with those around them, such
that one person’s actions provide the stimulus for another person’s future actions, beliefs,
perceptions, and behaviors. All parts of the system are interconnected and, therefore,
cyclically influence each other. Changes in one part of the system (e.g. one partner), then,
affect all other parts of the system (e.g. the partner) (White & Klein, 2002). In essence,
the system’s components and the environment are constantly exchanging information
that, in turn, becomes the input from which future behavior and interactions will be
guided or moderated. Understanding of any one component of the system, therefore, can
only be complete by viewing the functioning of the entire system and the environment
surrounding it. Fundamental to systems are the resources for adaptation and growth that
the system possesses that allow it to meet new environmental demands. While resources
are often spoken of in terms of finances and social support, the individual personality
characteristics and emotional health that each person brings to the couple system also
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provide necessary resources (or deficits) from which the system must draw in times of
change or stress.
The major implication of individual psychopathology (neuroticism is a syndrome
of select manifestations of psychopathology, like depression, anxiety, etc.) in the context
of a relationship as viewed through the systems theory lens, then, is that psychopathology
in one partner affects the entire system of which that person is a member, rather than
remaining contained only within the person suffering from the pathology. Studies on the
relationship between psychopathology and marital satisfaction consistently indicate that
psychopathology in one spouse negatively affects both spouses’ marital satisfaction
(Botwin, Buss, & Shakelford, 1997; Caughlin, Huston, Houghts, 2000; Davila et al.
2003; Halford & Bouma, 1997; Whisman, Uebelacker, Weinstock, 2004). Halford and
Bouma (1997), for example, found that the presence of depression in one partner
increases the risk of marital distress in both partners. The pattern also held true for
anxiety (Halford and Bouma, 1997). Psychopathology may interfere in the couple’s
ability to communicate effectively (Caughlin, Huston, & Houts 2000), the emotional
closeness experienced by each partner in the relationship (Halford & Bouma, 1997), the
couple’s ability to cope with stressful situations (Hammen, 1991), the partners’ ability to
be physically and emotionally available to their partners (Davila and Bradbury, 1998) and
may distort the cognitions that each person creates about the partner’s intentions
(Aufhagen & Hinde, 1997; Karney, Bradbury, Fincham & Sullivan, 1994). Kurdek
(1993) emphasized this: “Personality traits may predispose a partner to distort
relationship events or to overreact to negative relationship events. Certain traits may
contribute to the partner’s being someone with whom it is very difficult to live.” (p. 222).
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As a combination of several types of pathological characteristics, it is not surprising that
neuroticism has consistently been shown to be linked with marital dissatisfaction
(Caughlin, Huston, & Houts, 2000; Gattis et al. 2004; Karney & Bradbury, 1997).
Psychopathology also negatively impacts committed relationships by engendering
more dysfunction within the relationship. Clakrabarti, Kulhara, & Verma (1993) found
that the families in which one person manifested neurotic traits reported increased
patterns of disruption in family leisure time, family routines, and family interactions. The
presence of depression in one spouse creates emotional burdens on the nondepressed
spouse that significantly affect the nondepressed spouse’s mood (Benzon & Coyne,
2000). These burdens increase the likelihood of marital (and familial) distress, which is a
strong predictor of depression (Halford & Bouma, 1997). Environments fraught with
frequent arguments, emotional distance, and insecurity in confiding in one another—all
attributes of relationships in which one partner suffers from psychopathology, especially
from neuroticism—are also often correlated with the onset of depression in non-neurotic
family members (Beach, 2001; Halford & Bouma, 1997). Because the presence of
depression also significantly increases the risk of marital distress (Beach, 2001; Halford
& Bouma, 1997), a cycle is created by those who suffer from psychopathology
exacerbating their own and their partner’s level of psychopathology. The
psychopathology may also create distorted and maladaptive cognitions and attributions
that increase the risk of greater psychopathology in romantic relationships. The presence
of depression in one spouse, for example, tends to alter that individual’s cognitions in
such a way that leads him or her to respond to even neutral or mildly stressful events in a
manner that increases the potential for additional stressful events, thereby further
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aggravating the depression (Aufhagen & Hinde, 1997; Beach, 2001; Hammen, 1991).
People with neurotic traits, being by definition more prone to depression than the average
individual, are at an even greater risk for dysfunction in relationships because of their
tendency to create the very environments of distress that are correlated with depression.
Additionally, the partners of individuals suffering from psychopathology tend to
“contract” their own psychopathology through continual interactions with the partner
(Katz, Monnier, Libet, Shaw, & Beach, 2000), as theorized by the emotional contagion
theory (Caughlin, Huston, & Houts, 2000). The previously higher functioning partner
then becomes prone to the same cycles, stresses, and traits described above, replacing
positive adaptive processes with more maladaptive processes (Davila and Bradbury,
1998).
Gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the relationships between
neuroticism and partner characteristics in committed premarital relationships will enable
clinicians to more effectively help their clients circumvent these maladaptive cycles and
interactional patterns that carry such negative long-term consequences for individuals and
relationships.

5
Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Due to the dearth of literature regarding the effects of neuroticism on premarital
relationships, the present review is comprised of literature pertaining to the effects of
neuroticism primarily within marital relationships.
Neurosis and Marital Satisfaction
Kelly and Conley (1987) conducted one of the first longitudinal studies on the
effects of personality traits, dimensions of the social environment, attitudes concerning
marriage, sexual history, and stressful life events on marital satisfaction. The authors
studied 249 couples who were engaged to be married from 1935-1938, with an initial
interview session and two follow-up questionnaires, one mailed in 1954 and the other in
1980. They found that the husbands and wives who divorced, whether early or later in
life, scored higher in neuroticism at time 1 than those who were found in the stably
married group. They also found that marital satisfaction was negatively correlated with
neuroticism in both sexes and that the husband’s impulsiveness was negatively correlated
with marital satisfaction. Husband’s and wife’s neuroticism at time 1, and husband’s
impulse control problems accounted for 24% of the variance in the prenuptial predictors
of marital compatibility, while the 14 attitudinal, early-environment, and sexual history
variables only accounted for an additional 9% of the variance. While the divorced wives
scored higher in neuroticism than the stably married women, the personality traits of the
“stable and satisfied” and “stable and dissatisfied” wives were similar to each other,
suggesting that the husbands’ personality traits may have a greater influence on marital
satisfaction than the wives’ personality traits. In discussing the impact of personality
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traits on marital satisfaction, the authors suggest the possibility that dysfunctional
communication and behavioral patterns may be the “outgrowth” of traits like neuroticism.
Kurdek (1993) conducted a longitudinal study of newlywed couples, beginning
with an assessment shortly after their marriage and continuing annually for four years. By
comparing the scores on self-report questionnaires in the areas of demographics,
individual-differences, interdependence, and spousal discrepancy between the stable and
unstable couples, the researcher hoped to provide evidence for early risk factors of
marital dissolution and to gain information regarding the actual dissolution process. The
individual-differences component was comprised of the personal variables represented by
the Big Five personality traits and the relationship variables of dysfunctional beliefs
regarding the relationship and satisfaction with social support. The interdependence
component was represented by variables including each person’s faith in the marriage,
and the motives for being in the marriage.
When comparing the couples who were stable across the four time periods with
couples who dissolved their marriage, Kurdek found that the unstable couples had greater
discrepancies in their scores on neuroticism, meaning that one spouse was significantly
more neurotic than the other. Unstable couples also scored lower on the scales regarding
satisfaction with social support, satisfaction with the marriage, faith in the marriage, and
external reasons for being married. The researcher found, further, that husbands and
wives in unstable marriages scored higher on neuroticism—assessed by the Symptom
Checklist 90-R—and dysfunctional beliefs—assessed by Relationship Beliefs Inventory.
Aufhagen and Hinde (1997) discuss the ways in which the personal relationships
depend on the personal characteristics of those involved in the relationship, in an attempt
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to help integrate studies of personality with studies of personal relationships. They state
that, not only does the nature of the relationship affect the personality characteristics
manifested, but those characteristics may change depending on the situation, such that
“individuals may behave differently, may indeed seem like quite different characters, in
their several relationships.” From this finding, Aufhagen and Hinde pose the possibility
that the partners may perceive each other as more friendly than would generally be
predicted based on self-assessment scores. Aufhagen and Hinde conclude that the course
of the relationship is largely determined by each person’s perception of the other. These
perceptions are not only dependent upon the personality characteristics that each partner
possesses, but also the interplay of each partner’s personality characteristics in the
relationship, such that the effects of a certain personality characteristic may be mitigated
by the presence of certain characteristics in the partner. They then reason that negative
attributions and neuroticism may be both, consequences and causes of marital
dissatisfaction.
In an analysis of the relationship between individual psychopathology and marital
satisfaction, Halford and Bouma (1997) found that marriage relationships not only
influence, but are also influenced by psychological disorders. One such example is the
finding that marital distress is a strong predictor of developing depression in one or both
partners. Frequent arguments, emotional distance, and relationships in which spouses do
not feel that they can confide in one another are often correlated with the onset of
depression. The relationship is cyclical, however, in that the presence of depression also
increases the risk of marital distress. Halford and Bouma report a similar cyclical
relationship between marital distress and the presence of anxiety, in which marital
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distress may increase the probability of developing an anxiety disorder in either partner,
while anxiety increases the likelihood of marital distress. The effects of marital distress
are not limited to the spouses; rather, the children of maritally distressed couples often
also display behavioral and general adjustment problems.
Karney and Bradbury (1997) studied 60 newlywed couples with an initial
laboratory interview and questionnaires and a follow-up of mailed packets of
questionnaires at 6-month intervals for the subsequent 4 years. The packets included the
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire to assess neuroticism. They found that husbands’ and
wives’ levels of neuroticism at Time 1were not initially significantly correlated and were
not directly associated with marital dissolution over the four years. The authors note,
however, that 4 years might not be long enough to allow for the direct effects of
neuroticism to play out through separation or divorce. They also found that spouses who
start their marriages with lower levels of satisfaction tend to continue decreasing in
marital satisfaction more rapidly, leading to higher rates of separation and divorce.
Neuroticism was associated most strongly with spouses’ initial levels of marital
satisfaction, such that spouses scoring higher on neuroticism reported lower marital
satisfaction from the start of the marriage. While higher levels of both spouses’
neuroticism were associated with lower initial levels of marital satisfaction for husbands,
the effects of each spouse’s neuroticism on wives’ initial satisfaction were not significant,
though they were also negative. Another interesting finding was that neuroticism, as
measured by the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, was not significantly correlated with
negative behaviors during problem-solving interactions as assessed during a 15-minute
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conversation in the initial 3-hour laboratory interview at Time 1. However, this may be
due to the fact that the couples were newlyweds at the time of the interview.
Caughlin, Huston, and Houts (2000) conducted a study using data from 168
newlywed couples who had participated in the Processes of Adaptation in Intimate
Relationships (PAIR) project in 1981 with the intent of determining the process by which
personality—specifically, trait anxiety and negativity--affects marital satisfaction. Trait
anxiety was measured using the factor labeled “Anxiety” in the 16 Personality Factor
Questionnaire. They found that the individuals’ trait anxiety was negatively correlated
with their own marital satisfaction and was positively correlated with their own negativity
throughout the duration of the study. An individual’s trait anxiety was also related to their
spouse’s satisfaction at Phases 3 and 4, supporting the emotional contagion theory. They
also found that husbands’ negativity was positively predicted by wives’ trait anxiety.
From this, they came to the conclusion that wives’ trait anxiety elicits negativity from
their husbands. Further, husbands’ and wives’ negativity was inversely related to their
spouse’s marital satisfaction, but participants’ negativity did not predict their own marital
satisfaction. There was also a stronger connection between wives’ trait anxiety and
husbands’ negativity than husbands’ trait anxiety and wives’ negativity. Though spouses’
negativity was always inversely related to their partners’ satisfaction, there was a stronger
association between husbands’ negativity and wives’ satisfaction than between wives’
negativity and husbands’ satisfaction. This is consistent with the theory that wives’
satisfaction may be more dependent on the husbands’ personality traits than vice-versa.
Consistent with the disillusionment model, wives’ trait anxiety predicted declines in
husbands’ satisfaction. In spite of the fact that trait anxiety was only measured when the

10
couples were newlyweds, those newlywed data significantly predicted the spouses’
negativity and satisfaction in the short term and 13 years later.
Robins, Caspi, and Moffitt (2000) studied 360 couples who were married,
engaged, cohabiting, or dating for 6 months or more to investigate the effects of each
partner’s personality traits on relationship quality. The Multidimensional Personality
Questionnaire (MPQ) was used to assess for the partners’ degree of Positive Emotionality
(those who “view life as an essentially pleasurable experience”) and Negative
Emotionality (those who are more prone to experience and express negative emotions
such as fear, anxiety, and anger). They found that a partner’s low Negative Emotionality
was predictive of greater relationship quality for men and women. High partner Positive
Emotionality was also predictive of greater relationship quality for women, but not for
men. The authors conclude that, because women more often raise problems and express
concern in relationships, men must be more capable of soothing themselves and their
partners than the women in order to maintain greater levels of relationship satisfaction for
the women.
Watson, Hubbard, and Wiese (2000) studied the effects of negative affectivity on
74 married couples and 136 dating couples, based on self and partner rating scores. The
married couples had been married for an average of 202.6 months (range = 2-699
months) dating couples had been dating for an average of 18.2 months (range = 1-180
months). They found that the partners’ and actors’ perceptions of the actors’ personalities
were similar. Additionally, negative affectivity predicted lower relationship satisfaction
for the partner and the actor. The authors found, however, that negative affectivity was
not a consistent predictor of lower relationship satisfaction within their pool of dating
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couples. They suggest that future research be conducted among a similar population to
determine whether their findings were idiosyncratic.
Davila, Karney, Hall, and Bradbury (2003) studied 172 newlywed couples using
an initial laboratory assessment, followed by 7 follow-ups, each about 6 months apart.
The Beck Depression Inventory was used to measure depression, and the Eysenck
Personality Questionnaire was used to measure neuroticism. Neuroticism was only
measured at Time 1. The initial assessment and third follow-up were conducted in an inperson laboratory session, while the others simply consisted of completing a packet of
questionnaires that had been mailed to the participants. They found that spouses who
scored higher in neuroticism at Time 1 exhibited greater declines in marital satisfaction
and increases in depressive symptoms over time, regardless of gender. The relationship
between depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction was also bidirectional; depressive
symptoms and marital satisfaction were equally able to predict changes in the other.
Interestingly, changes in depressive symptoms did not effect marital satisfaction as
significantly for husband’s who scored high in neuroticism at Time 1. However, the
presence of neuroticism increased the effect of marital satisfaction on depression. In other
words, neurotic, depressed husbands who became more depressed did not decrease in
marital satisfaction to the degree of non-neurotic husbands, but a neurotic depressed
husband whose marital satisfaction decreased became significantly more depressed than
non-neurotic husbands. This did not hold true for the wives. The authors speculate that
the wives of neurotic and depressed husbands may be responding to them with increased
emotional support as the depression increases, as was evidenced in Pasch, Bradbury, and
Davila’s (1997) findings, thereby maintaining the husband’s level of marital satisfaction.
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However, when marital satisfaction decreases, the wives would withdraw their emotional
support, thereby exacerbating their husband’s depression.
Gattis, Berns, Simpson, and Christensen (2004) examined the association between
the Big Five personality factors—neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness—and positive expressivity with marital
satisfaction. They also studied the importance of partner similarity on these variables in
relation to marital satisfaction. They studied 180 married couples. The NEO five-factor
inventory was used to assess the five-factor model of personality. Neuroticism was found
to be significantly higher in the distressed couples than the nondistressed couples, and
agreeableness and conscientiousness were significantly lower in the distressed couples.
Within the distressed group alone, however, marital satisfaction was not significantly
correlated with personality characteristics. The authors conclude that certain personality
characteristics may distinguish between the distressed and the nondistressed groups, but
exhibiting greater degrees of those negative characteristics doesn’t necessarily indicate a
greater degree of unhappiness within the distressed group. Additionally, although
nondistressed partners were slightly more similar to each other than distressed partners in
“agreeableness” and distressed spouses were slightly more similar to each other than
nondistressed partners in “neuroticism” and “openness to experience”, neither the
nondistressed nor the distressed couples were consistently matched to each other on the
personality variables. From these data, the authors conclude that there is little
association between similarity on the Big Five personality dimensions and marital
satisfaction.
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Whisman, Uebelacker, and Weinstock (2004) studied the data from 774 married
or cohabitating couples who were participating in the MMPI restandardization project to
determine the degree to which one’s own marital satisfaction (actor effects) and the
marital satisfaction of one’s partner (partner effects) were associated with symptoms of
depression and anxiety in either the actor or the partner. They found that the actor effects
were larger than partner effects. That is, one’s own level of psychopathology had a
greater impact than the partner’s level of psychopathology on his or her own marital
satisfaction. More specifically, the actor’s level of depression and anxiety were each
significantly related to the actor’s level of marital satisfaction. They note, however, that
the actor effects may be larger due the fact that each spouse completed the measures of
psychopathology for him- or herself only; the partner’s perceptions of the actor were not
considered in the measure of either person’s marital satisfaction. Thus, the influence of
the actor’s psychopathology on the actor’s cognitions may have inflated the association
between the actor’s level of psychopathology and his or her own level of marital
satisfaction. While the actor’s level of depression was also related to the partner’s level of
marital satisfaction, the actor’s anxiety was not related to the partner’s level of marital
satisfaction; depression effects in general were significantly stronger than anxiety effects.
The authors infer that anxiety may not place as many burdens on the partner as
depression. However, as stated previously, the effects of the actor’s anxiety on the actor’s
own level of marital satisfaction was statistically significant. The authors found no
evidence of gender differences regarding actor or partner effects. That is, the influence
that the husband’s psychopathology had on his wife’s satisfaction was similar to the
influence that a wife’s psychopathology had on her husband’s satisfaction.
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Summary of Findings Related to Neuroticism and Marital Satisfaction
These studies indicate a consistent link between neuroticism and marital
dissatisfaction, as well as greater declines in marital satisfaction over time in
relationships in which at least one partner has neurotic traits. Neuroticism may impact
marital satisfaction through several modalities: Through its effect on communication
patterns, partner perceptions of the other, and the beliefs that each person holds about
relationships and the partner. Not only does neuroticism tend to have the effect of
creating new conflicts in relationships, but it also impairs the couple’s ability to resolve
current conflicts, thereby exhibiting a similar cyclical relationship to those typically
observed between marital satisfaction and psychological disorders. While partners who
were more dissatisfied typically scored higher on neuroticism, this was not simply due to
greater similarity in levels of neuroticism between partners. Additionally, husbands’ traits
were typically more influential on each spouse’s marital satisfaction than the wives’
traits.
Neurotic Traits and Marital Interaction
Hammen (1991) studied four groups of women who were participants in the
UCLA Family Stress Project over a one-year course. Fourteen women were diagnosed
with major depression, 11 with bipolar disorder, 13 with chronic medical illness, and 22
normal women. Each of the women had at least one child between the ages of 8 and 16.
Hammen found that depressed women contributed to situations and events, especially
regarding interpersonal relations, in such a way that increased the number of stressful
events to which they were exposed. Hammen postulated that this increase may be due to
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the women’s negative thoughts regarding themselves and the situations that cause them to
respond in a maladaptive way or inhibits their ability to cope. In this way, the depression
creates new stressful events that then increase the depression. For example, a depressed
woman who’s husband comes home from work late (a relatively neutral stimulus) may
attribute it to his lack of love for her, thereby leading her to confront him in an accusatory
manner when he gets home, which in turn, will lead to an argument (a stressful event that
would not have taken place had her cognitions regarding his tardiness been less negative).
Stemming from the finding that “distressed spouses are more likely than
nondistressed spouses to attribute marital problems and negative partner behaviors to
stable and global characteristics of the partner and to view the partner as behaving
intentionally, in a blameworthy manner, and with selfish motivation” (Karney, Bradbury,
Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994, p. 413), Karney et al. set out to discover the relationship
between such attributions that a spouse makes regarding his or her partner in the
relationship and his or her own level of negative affectivity, as well as the relationship
between the attributions that a spouse makes and the level of negative affectivity of the
partner for whom the attributions are made. The participants—80 couples who were
recruited from a newspaper advertisement—were mailed a series of questionnaires that
measured negative affectivity, marital quality and attributions. Negative affectivity was
measured using the Beck Depression Inventory and the Neuroticism scale of the Eysenck
Personality Questionnaire. Attributions were measured using the Relationship Attribution
Measure and the Areas of Difficulty Questionnaire. These assess the participants’ beliefs
regarding the partner’s actions (i.e. whether the partner acted intentionally, in a
blameworthy manner, and out of selfish motives). They found the following: 1)
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relatively distressed spouses tend to make maladaptive attributions and have partners who
tend to make relatively maladaptive attributions 2) partners of spouses who are high in
negative affectivity (neurosis) tend to make relatively maladaptive attributions, 3)
husbands and wives who made maladaptive attributions tended to be less maritally
satisfied, even when controlling for negative affectivity and 5) husbands’ and wives’
negative affectivity were significantly correlated.
Regarding gender differences, they found that 1) husbands’ negative affectivity
was negatively correlated with their own marital satisfaction, but wives’ negative
affectivity showed no significant correlation with their own marital satisfaction, 2) the
husbands’ negative affectivity and attributions were significant predictors of wives’
marital satisfaction, but the husbands’ satisfaction appeared to be unrelated to the wives’
negativity and attributions. According to the researchers, this supports the notion that
wives’ marital satisfaction may be more dependent upon the husband’s traits than viceversa.
Pasch, Bradbury, and Davila (1997) conducted a laboratory interview with 60
newlywed couples to determine the social support behaviors that each spouse exhibits
during interactions in which one partner discusses an aspect of him- or herself that he or
she would like to change. They also compared the differences in social support behavior
exhibited by men and women who scored high on the neuroticism scale of the Eysenck
Personality Questionnaire. They found that wives and husbands generally did not differ
in the types of behaviors exhibited while in the helper role, but wives displayed more
negative behaviors as helpees than husbands. Regarding the effect of neuroticism on the
support behaviors displayed, the authors found that husbands and wives who scored high
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in negative affectivity (neuroticism) displayed fewer positive helper behaviors than the
non-neurotic husbands and wives. Additionally, wives who scored high on neuroticism
displayed more negative helpee behaviors than the non-neurotic wives, while the
husbands’ helpee behaviors were uncorrelated with the husbands’ neuroticism. The
husbands of wives who scored high in neuroticism displayed less Total Positive behavior
in the helper role than the husbands’ of non-neurotic wives. Wives of neurotic husbands,
however, displayed significantly more Positive Emotional behavior while in the helper
role than the wives of non-neurotic husbands. Neurotic husbands in the helper role were
also more likely to reciprocate their wives negative behavior, and wives were more likely
to reciprocate their husbands’ negative helper behavior when the husbands scored higher
in neuroticism. The authors conclude that the husbands’ negative affectivity may have the
greatest negative effect on marital interaction because no such negative reciprocity was
noted for neurotic wives in the helper role. In interpreting these results, the authors note
that these newlywed couples were generally maritally satisfied. They caution, therefore,
that the wives positive behaviors toward the neurotic husband in the helpee role may
diminish as marital satisfaction decreases.
Summary of Findings Related to Neurotic Traits and Marital Interaction
These studies indicate that people with neurotic traits often create maladaptive
global attributions about their partners in response to neutral stimuli, causing them to
interact with their partners in a manner that creates greater levels of distress in the
relationship. The increased stress exacerbates the traits associated with neuroticism,
leading the neurotic partner to increase the negative interaction. This is especially true
when neurotic males assume the “helper” role with their non-neurotic wives. Generally,
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the husband’s level of neuroticism appears to have a larger impact on the interactions that
take place in committed relationships and have a larger effect on their own and their
partner’s marital satisfaction than wives’ level of neuroticism.
Neuroticism and Assortative Mating
Botwin, Buss, and Shackelford (1997) studied 59 dating couples and 107
newlywed couples to investigate the personality characteristics that people desire in their
mates, to which degree assortative mating occurs, and the correlation between getting
what one was seeking in a spouse and marital satisfaction. They found no evidence for
assortative mating in the areas of Surgency (dominance) and Emotional Stability and
there was only some evidence for positive assortment on Agreeableness,
Conscientiousness, and Intellect-Openness. Individuals preferred partners who were
similar to themselves on personality characteristics and there were consistently positive
correlations between the desired and the actual personality characteristics displayed by
the partner. The effect of an individual’s personality on their partner’s marital satisfaction
was significant, but this was not due to the discrepancy between the preferred personality
characteristics and those actually displayed by the partner. Having a partner who is
agreeable was an especially strong predictor of marital satisfaction for both genders.
Having an agreeable partner was associated with higher general marital satisfaction,
greater sexual satisfaction, and viewing the spouse as loving, affectionate, a source of
shared laughter, and a source of stimulating conversation. Both genders who had spouses
high on Emotional Stability were generally more satisfied, viewed their spouse as a
source of encouragement and support, and enjoyed spending time with their spouse.
Though men and women were both shown to desire mates who are similar to themselves
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in personality, there was no or little evidence of assortative mating in the areas of
Extraversion and Neuroticism. Additionally, having a mate who scores low in
Agreeableness, Emotional Stability, and/or Intellect-Openness, was linked with marital
dissatisfaction.
Summary of Findings of Neuroticism and Assortative Mating
Evidence of assortative mating was not found in relationships in which one
partner had neurotic personality traits. The personality traits generally sought in a marital
partner (e.g. agreeable) were opposite those exhibited by individuals with neurotic
personality traits. Thus, it appears neurotics are not naturally attracted to other neurotics.
Unique Contributions of This Study
In spite of much research on the impact of neuroticism on marital relationships,
little has been studied regarding the perceptions of the non-neurotic partners of
individuals with neurotic traits, with the exception of relationship satisfaction. Results in
previous studies suggest that people generally express greater satisfaction with partners
who are warm, fair, trusting, secure, emotionally stable, at ease, lenient, generous,
sociable, flexible, and relaxed and agreeable (Botwin, Buss, & Shackelford, 1997). None
of these traits are characteristics of individuals with neuroticism. Other studies (Aufhagen
& Hinde, 1997) had indicated, however, that people may alter some of the traits that are
manifested depending on the specific situation or context in which they are found and
that the effects of a neurotic individual’s characteristics on the dynamics of the
relationship may be moderated by their partner’s traits and skills. For example, a nonneurotic wife who is relatively kind and agreeable may interact with her neurotic husband
in a manner that is accepting and soothing for him, thereby minimizing the negative
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effects of his neuroticism on both partners and the relationship. Is it possible that the
partners of neurotic individuals do not experience their partners as severely neurotic as
they perceive themselves? Or, perhaps the non-neurotic partners of such individuals each
possess unique characteristics or skills themselves (such as kindness or empathy) that
modifies the attributions that they make in the relationship, or that allows the relationship
to be stable in spite of the presence of partner neuroticism. In other words, what unique
non-neurotic partner traits or skills predict relationship satisfaction in a committed
premarital relationship in which the actor has neurotic traits? No previous research has
examined the traits of the partners of individuals with neuroticism, other than to report
whether these partners have neurotic personality traits themselves. The non-neurotic
partners’ traits and skills that are important to study include:
1) Kindness. Greater levels of partner kindness may minimize the frequency with
which the actor’s neurotic traits are triggered or aggravated. For example, a partner who
is perceived by the neurotic actor as being kind will be less likely to act in a manner that
is perceived to be belittling to the actor, thereby reducing the number of negative stimuli
that may trigger the actor’s hostility or anxiety. Thus, the couple may experience fewer
escalating negative interactions, thereby increasing each person’s perceived relationship
satisfaction.
2) Flexibility. Higher levels of partner flexibility may enable the partner to adapt
to the actor’s demands and mood swings with greater ease, rather than remaining rigid
and demanding of his or her own preferences. This, in turn, will lead to fewer escalating
conflicts, thereby maintaining greater relationship satisfaction for both the partner and the
actor.
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3) Ability to refrain from becoming emotionally flooded. The traits of a neurotic
individual increase the likelihood that the couple will experience a higher frequency of
negative interactions. The partner’s ability to refrain from becoming emotionally flooded
as these negative interactions occur may allow him/her the clarity of thought necessary to
effectively resolve the disagreement, rather than unwittingly contributing to the conflict
or attacking the partner due to feeling emotionally overwhelmed.
4) Empathy. The traits of neurotic individuals make them more likely to feel
misunderstood and create maladaptive attributions regarding the partner and the
relationship. A greater ability of the partner to empathize with the actor may reduce the
neurotic partner’s anxiety and depression and the number of negative attributions that the
actor creates regarding the partner and the relationship, thereby maintaining a greater
degree of relationship satisfaction.
5) Clear sending. Because the neurotic individual is prone to interpret neutral or
ambiguous stimuli in a negative manner, the partner’s ability to send clear messages (self
disclose) to the actor may reduce the number of neutral or ambiguous stimuli perceived
by the actor, thereby reducing the frequency with which negative attributions can be
made by the actor toward the partner or the relationship. This, in turn, may lead to greater
levels of relationship satisfaction experienced by both partners.
6) Nondefensiveness. Partner defensiveness in conflictual interactions engenders
greater feelings of hostility, suspicion, and defensiveness experienced by both partners
within the relationship. Assuming a nondefensive position, then, may inhibit the
escalation of such negative interactions, thereby maintaining a greater degree of
relationship satisfaction experienced by both partners.
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7) Noncritical. Levels of partner criticism (i.e. expressing dissatisfaction by
blaming or pointing out the faults in another [Gottman, 1998]) in couple interactions may
influence the actor’s levels of anxiety, depression and tendency to create maladaptive
attributions regarding the partner and the relationship. Lower levels of partner criticism
may reduce the frequency with which the actor feels attacked, thereby reducing the
number of events that trigger the actor’s defensiveness and hostility. This, in turn, will
lead to fewer negative interactions between the partners, thereby increasing the
relationship satisfaction experienced by both partners.
Examining each of the above-mentioned traits and skills may generate a greater
understanding of which partner traits and skills predict relationship satisfaction in couples
in which one partner has neurotic traits. Such understanding would better enable
practitioners to help those couples by knowing more specifically which traits and skills to
develop and encourage in such relationships.
Another group who has received little attention in research on neurosis and
relationships is the group of never-married, committed, premarital couples. Including
such couples in this study provides several contributions to previous research. Previous
studies (e.g. Karney & Bradbury, 1997) indicate that marriages in which one partner has
neurotic traits begin with lower marital satisfaction than those of the average population.
Thus, studying premarital couples may help to determine if such dissatisfaction develops
earlier in the relationship (i.e. premaritally) or whether it is more likely to develop after
the wedding. Results supporting the former option may give occasion to studying each
partner’s motives for remaining in such an unsatisfactory relationship. Results indicating
the latter may provide further evidence for the emotional contagion theory and lead to
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further research regarding the transformation that takes place after the ceremony. It may
also help to determine whether the partner was aware of the individual’s neurotic
personality traits before the marriage.
Finally, this study addresses the association between one’s perception of self and
the perception of the partner as they pertain to neuroticism and relationship satisfaction.
Though several studies have compared the levels of neuroticism in each partner and
related those levels to marital satisfaction, most studies (e.g. Karney & Bradbury, 197;
Kurdek, 1993; Whisman, Uebelacker & Weinstock, 2004) have employed self-report
measures in making these determinations, rather than asking each individual to rate their
partners as well. Recent research (Busby et al., 2001) suggests that partner perceptions
may be more predictive of relationship outcomes for both self and partner than selfperceptions. Thus, in this study, non-neurotic partner traits and skills discussed above
were assessed from the neurotic actor’s perspective. It was reasoned that his/her
perceptions are more important and predictive than the partner’s self-perceptions. In other
words, “It doesn’t matter if I think I’m kind and a clear sender; what matters to the
neurotic partner’s relationship quality is if the neurotic actor thinks that.”
As each of the topics of this study was addressed, measures we assessed for
possible gender differences in each of the areas. Research (Robins, Caspi, & Moffitt,
2000) indicates that the effects of partner traits on relationship satisfaction may be
different for men and women. In their study, Robins, Caspi, and Moffit found that
female’s relationship satisfaction had the strongest negative relationship with male selfreported aggressiveness, while the male’s relationship satisfaction was most negatively
related to the female’s self-reported alienation and high reactivity to stress. Furthermore,
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there were more paths through which the women’s relationship satisfaction was
influenced by the men’s traits than vice-versa. Other studies (e.g. Caughlin, Huston, &
Houts, 2000; Karney, Bradbury, Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994) have yielded results that
support the possibility that wives’ marital satisfaction may be more dependent upon the
husband’s traits than husbands’ relationship satisfaction are dependent upon the wife’s
traits.
Thus, the purposes of this study were to answer the following questions:
1) To what extent do the partners of individuals with neurotic traits perceive the neurotic
actor as possessing those traits in premarital relationships?
2) What is the relationship between neurosis and relationship satisfaction for both
neurotic and non-neurotic individuals in a premarital relationship?
3) What are the relationships between perceived partner kindness, empathy, flexibility,
clear sending, criticism, contempt and defensiveness, and emotional flooding and
relationship satisfaction for neurotic actors and their non-neurotic partners?
4) What is the effect of gender in these relationships?
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Chapter 3
Methods
Sample
For the purposes of this study, “committed, premarital relationships” were defined
as those relationships in which the couple was had been in the relationship for at least 6
months, both partners were between the ages of 18 and 40, and neither partner had been
previously married. Data were collected from the couples who had completed the
RELATionship Evaluation (RELATE) (RELATE; Holman, Busby, Doxey, Klein, &
Loyer-Carlson, 1997) between 1997 and 2005. The total number of couples who fit the
primary criteria was 8,070. A subsample of 198 heterosexual couples (396 individuals)
was then selected from this larger sample (N=8,070) based upon their self-perception
scores on the Emotional Readiness Subscale of RELATE. When selecting this
subsample, efforts were made to select the neurotic individuals who reported the greatest
degree of neurosis in the larger sample (N=8,070). Those neurotic individuals who scored
below 2.80 (males) or 2.51 (females) on the Emotional Readiness Scale of RELATE
(possible range=1.0-5.0) were, therefore, selected on the basis that their score was greater
than 2 standard deviations below the mean score of all single individuals who had
completed the RELATE (males’ mean=3.80, SD=.48; females’ mean=3.64, SD=.48).
Such a score would qualify emotional readiness (neurosis) as a challenge area in the
couple’s RELATE report, which is a summary of the couple’s areas of strengths and
challenges that is generated after the couple completes the RELATE questionnaire. The
non-neurotic partner’s scores on the Emotional Readiness scale served as the final
selection criterion for inclusion in the sample. For the couples to be included in the
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sample, their non-neurotic partner’s scores were required to be equal to or greater than a
3.60 on the Emotional Readiness Scale. This criterion was chosen in order to maximize
the degree of neurosis reported by the neurotic partners in the sample, while
simultaneously preserving a sufficient sample size to warrant analysis. Increasing the
non-neurotic partner’s required Emotional Readiness score dramatically reduced the
number of couples who qualified for inclusion in the study. A score of 3.60 on the
Emotional Readiness Scale, nonetheless, would qualify as a neutral area (i.e. neither
strength nor challenge) in the couple’s RELATE report. Because the aims of this study
were not dependent upon extremely high Emotional Readiness scores for the nonneurotic partner, a score of 3.60 on the Emotional Readiness Scale was deemed
satisfactory to achieve the purposes of this study.
Table 1 shows the subjects’ demographic characteristics. Ninety-six of the
couples (48.5%) consisted of a female (only) who reported neurotic traits and 102 of the
couples (51.5%) consisted of a male (only) who reported neurotic traits. No couples were
included in which both partners reported neurotic traits. The males ranged in age from 19
to 39 (mean age = 25, SD = 4.18). The females’ ages ranged from 18 to 32 (mean age =
23, SD = 3.52). Approximately 80% of the sample identified themselves as Caucasian
with about 70% of the sample being of a Christian religious faith. Twenty-three percent
of the sample reported being in the relationship between 7-12 months, 36% reported
being in their relationship between 13-24 months, 34% of the couples had been dating
between 3 to 5 years, and 6% had been dating for six years or more. Thus, 76% of the
couples had been in their relationships between 12-60 months. Additionally, 46.3% of the
couples were engaged and 26.3% of the couples were cohabiting. Thus, most of the
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couples were in relatively committed relationships of over a year in length. Forty-seven
percent of the sample reported that they had completed some college or had received an
associate’s degree, 20% had received a bachelor’s degree, 20% had received some form
of graduate or professional level training, and 9% reported high school as being their
highest level of education completed. Thus, this was largely a highly educated sample.
Regarding income, 72.7% of the females reported an annual income of $24,999 or less
and 70.6% of males reported an annual income of $29,999 or less.

28
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Sample
Variable
Age

Range

n

%

22
158
18
198
52
132
12
196*

11.1
79.8
9.1
100.0
26.3
66.7
6.1
49.4

Education
Females Less than High School
High School
Some College
Bachelor's Degree
Graduate Training
Males Less than High School
High School
Some College
Bachelor's Degree
Graduate Training

2
8
106
52
30
2
16
100
40
40

1.0
4.0
53.5
26.3
15.2
1.0
8.1
50.5
20.2
20.2

Annual Income
Females None
Under $5,000
$5,000-14,999
$15,000-24,999
$25,000-29,999
$30,000-39,999
$40,000-49,999
$50,000-74,999
$75,000-100,000
Over $100,000
Males None
Under $5,000
$5,000-14,999
$15,000-24,999
$25,000-29,999
$30,000-39,999
$40,000-49,999
$50,000-74,999
$75,000-100,000
Over $100,000

16
46
56
26
6
10
18
10
2
8
12
10
48
44
26
20
8
14
6
10

8.1
23.2
28.3
13.1
3.0
5.1
9.1
5.1
1.0
4.0
6.1
5.1
24.2
22.2
13.1
10.1
4.0
7.1
3.0
5.1

Males 19-20
21-30
31-40
Total
Females 18-20
21-30
31-32
Total

Ethnicity

African
Asian
Caucasian
American Indian
Latino
Mixed/Biracial
Brazilian
Other

10
22
318
4
18
12
4
10

2.5
5.6
80.3
1.0
4.5
3.0
1.0
2.5

Religion

Catholic
Protestant
Jewish
Latter-day Saint
Buddhist
Other
None

70
132
12
78
6
32
66

17.7
33.3
3.0
19.7
1.5
8.1
16.7

Cohabiting**

52

26.3

Engaged**

92

46.5

46
72
68
12

23.2
36.4
34.3
6.1

Length of
Relationship**

7 to 12 months
1 to 2 years
3 to 5 years
6 to 10 years
*2 females did not report their age
**refers to number of couples

M

SD

Range

25.19

4.18

19-39

23.65

3.52

18-32
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Measures
The RELATionship Evaluation (RELATE; Holman, et. al, 1997) is a 271-item
online questionnaire that assesses the four contexts—individual, familial, cultural, and
couple—of relationships that are potent predictors of relationship satisfaction (Busby,
Holman, & Taniguchi, 2001). With a large, national sample of 1,500 couples from the
United States serving as a reference group for norm scores, the RELATE is designed to
indicate to couples areas of strength and challenges in their relationship. Challenge areas
are those for which the individual scored greater than one standard deviation above the
mean on subscales measuring negative characteristics or one standard deviation below
the mean on subscales measuring positive characteristics. The subscales measured in
RELATE typically consist of 3 - 5 items and demonstrate high (between .70 and .90)
internal consistency, as well as high construct validity and concurrent validity (Busby et
al., 2001). Most of the items in the RELATE use a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1=never/strongly disagree, 5=very often/strongly agree), asking individuals to rate on
both themselves and their partner.
Neurosis Measure. For the purposes of this study, neurotic individuals were
selected using the Emotional Readiness Scale of the RELATE report. The Emotional
Readiness Scale was created by calculating the mean score for the 14 items in the
RELATE that assess for anxiety, depression, hostility, and self-esteem. Each of these
items employs the 5-point Likert-type scale mentioned previously, asking the individuals
to rate how well an adjective (e.g. worrier) or phrase (e.g. easily irritated or mad)
describes their own traits. Higher scores on the Emotional Readiness subscale indicated
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less neurotic traits. The partner’s perception of the neurotic individuals selected was then
assessed based on the partner’s rating of the actor on each of these same specific traits.
Relationship Satisfaction Measure. Each partner’s perceived relationship
satisfaction was measured using the relationship satisfaction subscale on the RELATE.
The Relationship Satisfaction subscale consists of seven items that address the degree of
satisfaction that the individual experiences in various areas of the relationship, such as
“the physical intimacy you experience” and “your overall relationship with your partner”,
and has internal consistency scores of .82 for males and .85 for females, with a test-retest
reliability score of .78 (Busby et al., 2001).
Partner Traits and Skills Measures. Because the perception of one’s partner’s
traits is more predictive of one’s relationship satisfaction than the individual’s perception
of his or her own traits (Busby et al., 2001), the neurotic individual’s perceptions of the
non-neurotic partner in the areas of kindness, flexibility, empathy, clear sending,
nondefensiveness, noncriticalness, and tendency to refrain from becoming emotionally
flooded was assessed to determine the relationship between those traits and both
individual’s perceived relationship satisfaction. Kindness was measured using the Partner
Kindness subscale of RELATE. The Partner Kindness Subscale of RELATE consists of
four items, asking the individual to rate the degree with which adjectives such as
“considerate” and “loving” accurately describe the partner. It has internal consistency
scores of .77 for males and females and has a test-retest reliability of .73 (Busby et al.,
2001). Total scores may range from 4-20, where higher scores indicate greater perceived
partner kindness. Flexibility was measured using the Partner Flexibility subscale of
RELATE, which has the same format as the Kindness subscale. It consists of four items,
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such as “open-minded” and “adaptable”, and demonstrates internal consistency scores of
.81 for males and .84 for females, with a test-retest reliability score of .81 (Busby et al.,
2001). Scores may range from 4-20, where higher scores indicate greater perceived
partner flexibility. Empathy was measured using the Partner Empathic Communication
subscale of RELATE. The Partner Empathic Communication subscale of RELATE
consists of three items, such as “In most matters, my partner understands what I am
trying to say” and “My partner understands my feelings”, and has internal consistency
scores of .81 for males and .88 for females, as well as a test-retest reliability of .78
(Busby et al., 2001). Scores may range from 3-15. Higher scores reflect greater perceived
partner empathy. The partner’s ability to communicate clearly was assessed using the
RELATE’s Partner Clear Sending subscale, which consists of five items, such as “my
partner discusses his/her personal problems with me” and “my partner struggles to find
words to express him/herself to me”, and has internal consistency scores of .76 for males
and .78 for females and a test-retest reliability score of .78 (Busby et al., 2001). Scores
may range from 5 – 25; higher scores reflect a higher degree of clear sending. Partner
defensiveness was measured with the Partner Contempt/Defensiveness subscale of
RELATE, which consists of four items (e.g. “When I partner complain, my partner acts
like he or she has to ‘ward off’ my attacks”) and has internal consistency scores of .78 for
males and .83 for females, with a test-retest reliability score of .77 (Busby et al., 2001).
Scores may range from 4 – 20; higher scores indicate a greater degree of perceived
partner contempt/defensiveness. Partner criticism was measured using the Partner
Criticism subscale of RELATE, which consists of three items (e.g. “My partner don’t
censor his/her complaints at all. He or she really lets me have it full force.”) and has
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internal consistency scores of .74 for males and .73 for females, with a test-retest
reliability score of .77 (Busby et al., 2001). Scores may range from 3 – 15. Higher scores
reflect a greater degree of perceived partner criticism. The partner’s tendency to become
emotionally flooded was measured using the Partner Flooding subscale on RELATE,
which consists of three items (e.g. “Whenever my partner has a conflict with me, she/he
acts physically tense and anxious and can’t seem to think clearly.”) and has internal
consistency scores of .77 for males and females and test-retest reliability of .67 (Busby et
al., 2001). The scores range from 3 – 15. Higher scores reflect a greater tendency to
become emotionally flooded during disagreements.
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Chapter 4
Results
Plan for Analyses
Two types of analyses were conducted to answer the four research questions. For
questions 1 and 2, Pearson correlation coefficients and partial correlation coefficients
were calculated. For questions 3 and 4, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were
performed.
Question 1: To what extent do the partners of individuals with neurotic traits
perceive the neurotic actor as possessing those traits? Analysis: A partial correlation
coefficient was calculated using the actors’ (i.e. neurotic individuals’) perception of self
scores on the four specific dimensions of neurosis—depression, anxiety, hostility, and
self-esteem—and their partners’ scores regarding their perceptions of the actor on these
same variables while controlling for the length of the relationship. Length of the
relationship was controlled to ensure that the results did not simply reflect the possible
extraneous effects of time on the individuals’ perceptions of each other. A single,
summated measure of neuroticism was also calculated by adding together the scores on
these four dimensions. These summated scores (referred to as Emotional Readiness on
RELATE report) also were partially correlated with each other.
Question 2: What is the relationship between neurosis and relationship
satisfaction for each partner for premarital couples? Analysis: Pearson Correlation
coefficients were calculated using each partners’ scores regarding their perception of the
other’s neuroticism and their own relationship satisfaction scores. The four measures of
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neurosis were again correlated separately and as a single, summated measure of
neuroticism.
Question 3: What are the relationships between perceived partner kindness,
empathy, flexibility, clear sending, criticism, contempt, and defensiveness, and emotional
flooding as perceived by the actor (i.e. neurotic individual) and relationship satisfaction
for neurotic actors and their non-neurotic partners? Analysis: Two hierarchical multiple
regression analyses were completed: one for the neurotic actor and one for his or her nonneurotic partner. In order to control for the length of the relationship in the analyses, this
variable was entered as the initial predictor variable in Step 1 (see Figure 1 below). Step
2 added the three partner skills—empathy, clear sending, and the ability to refrain from
becoming emotionally flooded—as predictor variables. Step 3 added the four partner
traits—kindness, flexibility, nondefensiveness, and noncritical—to the model as predictor
variables. First, the neurotic actors’ relationship satisfaction scores served as the
dependent variable. Second, the regression analysis was repeated using the non-neurotic
partners’ relationship satisfaction scores as the dependent variable.
Figure 1
Steps in hierarchical regression analysis procedure
Step 1:
Length of
Relationship

Step 2:
3 Partner
Skills

Step 3:
4 Partner
Traits

Relationship
Satisfaction

In each of these analyses, standardized beta weights were calculated for each of the
predictor variables, indicating which predictor variables were the best predictors of the
dependent variables. Additionally, the R² value indicated the amount of variance

35
accounted for by the independent variables as a whole in the model and the F-value
indicated the significance level for the model being tested.
Question 4: What is the effect of gender in these relationships? Analysis: Each of
the previous analyses was conducted separately for males and females.
Preliminary Analyses
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency reliability coefficients were calculated for
each of the subscales used in the study to check for internal consistency of each of the
subscales for this sample. Table 2 shows the results. The lowest alpha coefficient was
associated with the Clear Sending subscale (α=.71 for males), while the alpha coefficients
for the remaining subscales were uniformly high (.71 or greater). For the Relationship
Satisfaction subscale, analyses indicated that item #183, “The amount of time you have
together,” did not correlate well with the subscale’s other items (r=.21), and detracted
from the subscale’s internal consistency for both the males and females (e.g. for the
males, α=.78 with ite11/17/2006m 183 and α=.81 without item 183). The item was,
therefore, dropped from this scale for use in this study. In general, the alpha coefficients
for the scales used in the present sample were consistent with, or exceeded those found in
a previous study using a more generalized sample (Busby, Holman, & Tanguchi, 2001)
and were, therefore, concluded to be sufficiently high to use in the analyses for this
subsample.
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Table 2
Internal Consistency Reliability (Alpha) Coefficients for the RELATE Subscales Used in
the Study
Male
Subscale
Own
Emotional Readiness
Relationship
Satisfaction
Partner
Emotional Readiness
Kindness
Flexibility
Empathic
Communication
Clear Sending
Criticism
Contempt/
Defensiveness
Flooding

Female

.93

.95

.81

.86

.91
.84
.80

.89
.78
.82

.82
.71
.74

.90
.80
.76

.77
.74

.80
.73

In order to determine the degree of the relationship between the independent and
dependent variables used in the study and to identify potential problems with
multicollinearity in the subsequent regression analysis, Pearson correlation coefficients
were calculated for each of the independent and dependent variables used in the
hierarchical regression analysis. Tables 3 and 4 show the Pearson Correlation Matrices
calculated for the subsample used in the study; Table 3 shows the Pearson correlations for
the scores for the neurotic males’ perceptions of the females’ traits and skills, as well as
the correlations for each gender’s relationship satisfaction scores; Table 4 shows the
Pearson correlations for the scores for the neurotic females’ perceptions of the males’
traits and skills, as well as the correlations for each gender’s relationship satisfaction
scores. For both genders, each of the independent variables was significantly correlated
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(p<.01) with the dependent variables (relationship satisfaction scores). For the males’
perception scores, the highest correlation among the independent variables was between
the male’s perception of the partner’s kindness scores and his perception of the partner’s
flexibility scores (r=.695). The lowest correlation among the independent variables was
between the male’s perception of the partner’s flooding scores and his perception of the
partner’s kindness scores (r=-.100). For the females’ perception scores, the highest
correlation among the independent variables was between the female’s perception of the
partner’s empathic communication scores and her perception of the partner’s clear
sending scores (r=.655). The lowest correlation was between the female’s perception of
the partner’s kindness scores and her perception of the partner’s flooding scores (r=.106). None of the independent variables scores for either gender had a higher correlation
than .695, and most correlations were .55 or less, suggesting a low probability of
potential problems with multicollinearity in the subsequent regression analyses.
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Table 3
Pearson Correlations for the Neurotic Males' Perceptions Scores for Each of the Independent and Dependent Variables (N=100 Couples)
Male
Relationship
Satisfaction

Female
Relationship
Satisfaction

Partner
Kindness

Male
Relationship
-.661**
.692**
Satisfaction
Female
Relationship
-.632**
Satisfaction
Partner's
-Kindness
Partner's
Flexibility
Partner's
Empathic
Communication
Partner's Clear
Sending
Partner's
Criticism
Partner's
Contempt and
Defensiveness
Partner's
Flooding
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Partner
Flexibility

Partner's
Empathic
Communication

Partner's
Clear
Sending

Partner's
Criticism

Partner's
Contempt and
Defensiveness

Partner's
Flooding

.629**

.563**

.458**

-.632**

-.427**

-.247*

.292**

.503**

.368**

-.507**

-.372**

-.268**

.695**

.617**

.513**

-.549**

-.456**

-.100

--

.589**

.547**

-.603**

-.569**

-.218*

--

.460**

-.437**

-.433**

-.157

--

-.290**

-.278**

-.350**

--

.555**

.123

--

.428**
--

Table 4
Pearson Correlations for the Neurotic Females' Perceptions Scores for Each of the Independent and Dependent Variables (N=96 Couples)
Female
Relationship
Satisfaction
Female
Relationship
Satisfaction
Male
Relationship
Satisfaction
Partner's
Kindness
Partner's
Flexibility

--

Male
Relationship Partner's
Satisfaction Kindness

Partner's
Flexibility

Partner's
Empathic
Communication

Partner's
Clear
Sending

Partner's
Criticism

Partner's
Contempt &
Defensiveness

Partner's
Flooding

.716**

.494**

.579**

.811**

.611**

-.506**

-.550**

-.237*

--

.424**

.468**

.598**

.424**

-.418**

-.449**

-.230*

--

.525**

.480**

.150

-.502**

-.296**

-.106

--

.476**

.302**

-.491**

-.330**

-.206**

--

.655**

-.525**

-.601**

-.174

--

-.116

-.450**

-.282**

--

.605**

.158

--

.391**

Partner's
Empathic
Communication
Partner's Clear
Sending
Partner's
Criticism
Partner's
Contempt &
Defensiveness
Partner's
Flooding
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

--
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Main Analyses
Each research question was answered using a different statistical analysis.
Question 4, concerning gender differences, was answered in each analysis by considering
male and female scores separately.
Question 1: To what extent do the partners of individuals with neurotic traits
perceive those individuals as possessing such traits?
Table 5 shows the results of the correlations calculated for the non-neurotic male
partner’s perceptions of the neurotic female actor’s emotional readiness (neurosis) and
her self-perceptions of the same, controlling for the length of the relationship. The male
partner’s perceptions of the female actor’s self-esteem (low self-esteem) and happiness
(depression) correlated significantly with her self-perceptions in these two areas (r=.34,
p<.01; r=.33, p<.01, respectively). These correlations, though significant, are moderate.
Furthermore, the non-neurotic male’s perceptions of the neurotic female actor scores did
not correlate significantly with her self-perception scores in the areas of maturity
(hostility), calmness (anxiety), or the summated measure of emotional readiness
(neurosis). In fact, the summated emotional readiness (neurosis) scores showed the
lowest correlation (r=.059). These results suggest that the non-neurotic male partner’s
perceptions of the female’s neurosis were very different from her perceptions of her
neurosis. They are especially unaware of the extent of her self-perceived anxiety and
hostility.
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Table 5
Partial Correlation Coefficients for Non-Neurotic Male Perceptions of Neurotic Traits in
Female Actor and Her Self-Perceptions when Controlling for the Length of the Relationship
Non-Neurotic Male
Partner Perceptions
of Her
Calmness
Happiness
Maturity
Self-Esteem
Readiness

Neurotic Female Actor Self-Perceptions
Calmness Happiness Maturity Self-Esteem Emotional Readiness
.125
.271**
-.112
.012
.150
-.167
.325**
-.242*
.100
-.031
-.176
.220*
.145
.005
.121
-.377**
.022
-.101
.341**
-.055
-.199
.257*
-.098
.161
.059

*. Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)
**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)

Table 6 shows the correlations between the female partner’s perceptions of the
neurotic male emotional readiness scores and his self-perception scores, again controlling
for the length of the relationship. The female partner’s perceptions of the neurotic male
calmness (anxiety) and maturity (hostility) scores correlated significantly with his selfperception scores in these same areas (r=.358, p<.01; r=.380, p<.01, respectively). These
correlations are moderate. However, the female partner’s perceptions of the male actor’s
happiness (depression), self-esteem (low self-esteem), and emotional readiness (neurosis)
did not significantly correlate with his self-perceptions in any of those respective areas.
Again, the summated emotional readiness (neurosis) scores showed a very low
correlation (r=-.04). These results suggest that the non-neurotic female partner’s
perceptions of the male’s neurosis were also very different from his perceptions of his
neurosis , especially in the areas of his self-perceived happiness (depression) and selfesteem (low self-esteem).
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Table 6
Partial Correlation Coefficients for Non-Neurotic Female Perceptions of Neurotic Traits in Male
Actor and His Self-Perceptions when Controlling for the Length of the Relationship
Non-Neurotic Female
Partner Perceptions of
Him
Calmness
Happiness
Maturity
Self-Esteem
Emotional Readiness

Neurotic Male Actor's Self-Perceptions
Calmness Happiness Maturity Self-Esteem Emotional Readiness
.358**
.034
-.239*
-.232*
-.087
.041
.099
-.229*
.000
-.081
.082
-.203*
.380**
-.331**
-.048
-.093
.201*
-.174
.188
.076
.130
.061
-.119
-.106
-.043

*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)
**Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)

In summary, it appears that, in answer to question #1, the non-neurotic partners of
neurotic individuals are generally unaware of their neurotic partner’s level of neurosis.
Of the more specific neurotic traits, males are more unaware of the neurotic females’
anxiety and hostility, while females are more unaware of the neurotic males’ depression
and low self-esteem.
Question 2: What is the relationship between neurosis and relationship
satisfaction for both neurotic and non-neurotic individuals in a premarital relationship?
Tables 7 and 8 show the correlation matrix calculated for each individual’s
relationship satisfaction score and perceptions of their partner’s emotional readiness score
(i.e. neurosis) for the larger sample of 8,070 premarital couples who had been in their
relationship for more than 6 months when they completed the RELATE. This larger
sample of premarital couples was used in order to identify the relationship between
neurosis and relationship satisfaction among all premarital couples (including nonneurotic couples), rather than solely among couples in which one person reports neurotic
traits. Table 7 displays the results of the female’s perceptions of her partner’s emotional
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readiness scores as they relate to both partners’ relationship satisfaction scores and Table
8 displays the results of the male’s perceptions of his partner’s emotional readiness scores
as they relate to both partners’ relationship satisfaction scores. Consistent with research
involving marital couples, the premarital partners’ relationship satisfaction scores were
significantly correlated with each other (r=.54, p<.01). For both genders, their
relationship satisfaction scores were also significantly correlated (p<.01) with their
perceptions of their partner’s specific emotional readiness subscale scores (e.g.
happiness), as well as with their perceptions of their partner’s overall emotional readiness
(neurosis) scores. It is noteworthy that, of the specific subscales, partner maturity
(hostility) had the highest correlation with relationship satisfaction for both genders. The
positive correlations between emotional readiness (a lack of neuroticism) and relationship
satisfaction also can be interpreted to mean that, as neuroticism increases, relationship
dissatisfaction increases. These results indicate, in answer to question #2, that a positive
relationship exists between neurosis and relationship dissatisfaction among premarital
couples.
Table 7
Pearson Correlations for All Premarital Couples for Female Relationship Satisfaction Scores and
Female Perceptions of Her Partner's Emotional Readiness Scores (N=8058)
Male's
Relationship Partner's
Satisfactiona Calmness
Female's Relationship
Satisfaction

.540**

.225**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
a

N=8046

b

N=8026

Partner's
Partner's Partner's
SelfMaturity Happiness Esteem
.400**

.268**

.279**

Partner's
Emotional
Readinessb
.378**
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Table 8
Pearson Correlations for All Premarital Couples for Male Relationship Satisfaction Scores
and Male Perceptions of His Partner's Emotional Readiness Scores (N=8070)
Female's
Relationship Partner's
Satisfactiona Calmness
Male's Relationship
Satisfaction

.540**

.291**

Partner's Partner's
Emotional
Partner's Partner's
SelfMaturity Happiness Esteem Readinessb
.450**

.393**

.345**

.461**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
a

N=8046

b

N=8032

Question 3: What are the relationships between perceived partner kindness,
empathy, flexibility, clear sending, criticism, contempt and defensiveness, and emotional
flooding and relationship satisfaction for neurotic actors and their non-neurotic partners?
Relationship satisfaction for neurotic female actors. Tables 9 and 10 show the
results of the hierarchical regression analysis in which the neurotic female actor’s
relationship satisfaction served as the dependent variable. Table 9 shows the results for
the entire model, while Table 10 displays the results of each independent predictor within
the model for each step. The length of the relationship was entered as the initial predictor
variable in step 1 in each of the three models to control for its effects on relationship
satisfaction. When entered as the sole predictor (model 1), the length of the relationship
was not significant, F(1,94)=1.458, p=.23.
In the second model (step 2), the female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s skills
(empathic communication, clear sending, and flooding) were added as the predictor
variables. The female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s skills significantly predicted her
relationship satisfaction scores, F(4, 91)=48.96, p<.01, and explained over 68% of the
variance in the actor’s relationship satisfaction, p<.01 (see table 9). Of the three
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individual predictor variables in model 2 (empathic communication, clear sending, and
flooding), only the female’s perception of her partner’s empathic communication skill
significantly predicted her relationship satisfaction, B=.741, t=9.350, p<.01 (see table
10).
In model 3 (step 3), the female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s traits
(flexibility, kindness, criticism, contempt and defensiveness) were added to the previous
predictors in steps 1 and 2. As a block, these partner’s traits contributed significantly to
the model, (R2=.74, ∆R2=.06, p<.01) (see table 9). Of the individual predictor variables in
model 3, the female actor’s perception of her partner’s empathic communication was,
again, the strongest predictor of her relationship satisfaction, B=.51, t=5.26, p<.01. The
female actor’s perception of her partner’s flexibility was also a significant predictor of
her relationship satisfaction, B=.211, t=2.99, p<.01. Her perception of her partner’s clear
sending was also significant at the p<.05 level, B=.175, t=2.102. In model 3, the length of
the couple’s relationship became a significant predictor at the p<.05 level, B=.148,
t=2.36. This indicates that the longer the relationship, the greater the neurotic female
actor’s relationship satisfaction.
In summary, the significant predictors of the neurotic female actor’s relationship
satisfaction were her perceptions of her partner’s: 1) empathic communication, 2)
flexibility, and 3) clear sending, as well as 4) the length of the relationship. Partner
kindness was close to being a significant predictor (p=.111).
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Table 9
Regression Models for Neurotic Female's Relationship Satisfaction Predicted by Her Perceptions of Her Non-Neurotic
Partner's Traits and Skills
Model
1
2
3

R
.124
.826
.863

1. Predictors:
2. Predictors:
3. Predictors:

R2
.015
.683
.744

Adjusted R2
.005
.669
.721

Std. Error of the
Estimate
.874
.504
.463

F
1.458
48.963
31.616

Sig.
.230
.000
.000

Constant, Length of Relationship
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending, Partner's
Flexibility, Partner's Kindness, Partner's Criticism, Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Table 10
Results of the Regression Analysis for the Neurotic Female's Perceptions of Her Partner as Predictors of Her
Relationship Satisfaction
Model
1
2

3

Constant
Length of Relationship
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Partner's Kindness
Partner's Flexibility
Partner's Criticism
Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Unstandardized
Coefficients
B
Std. Error
4.027
.440
-.121
.100
.542
.491
.089
.060
.686
.073
.142
.092
-.088
.074
-.680
.722
.145
.061
.475
.090
.200
.095
-.001
.075
.155
.096
.245
.082
.002
.102
-.112
.093

Standardized
Coefficients
Beta
-.124
.091
.741
.124
-.074
.148
.512
.175
-.001
.117
.211
.002
-.110

t
9.151
-1.207
1.103
1.487
9.350
1.540
-1.193
-.942
2.359
5.262
2.102
-.010
1.610
2.990
.023
-1.206

Sig.
.000
.230
.273
.140
.000
.127
.236
.349
.021
.000
.038
.992
.111
.004
.982
.231

Relationship satisfaction for non-neurotic male partners of neurotic females.
Tables 11 and 12 show the results of the hierarchical regression analysis in which the
non-neurotic male partner’s relationship satisfaction served as the dependent variable.
Table 11 shows the model summaries, while Table 12 shows the results of each
independent predictor within the model for each step. As in the previous regression
analysis, the length of the relationship was entered as the initial predictor variable in step
1 in each of the three models to control for its effects on relationship satisfaction. The
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length of the relationship was, again, not a significant predictor of relationship
satisfaction when entered as the sole predictor (model 1), F(1,94)=3.64, p<.1.
In the second model, the neurotic female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s skills
(empathic communication, clear sending, and flooding) were added as predictors of his
relationship satisfaction. The female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s skills
significantly predicted the non-neurotic male partner’s relationship satisfaction scores,
F(4, 91)=13.750, p<.01, and explained over 37% of the variance in the healthy partner’s
relationship satisfaction, p<.01. (See table 11). The neurotic female’s perception of her
partner’s empathic communication was the only significant individual predictor of the
healthy male’s relationship satisfaction in model 2, B=.554, t=4.989, p<.01 (see table 12).
In model 3, the neurotic female actor’s perceptions of her partner’s traits
(flexibility, kindness, criticism, contempt and defensiveness) were added to the previous
predictors in step 3. As a block, the partner’s traits contributed significantly to the model,
(R2=.426, ∆R2 =.049, p<.01) (see table 11). Of the individual predictor variables in model
3, the neurotic female actor’s perception of her partner’s empathic communication was,
again, the only significant predictor of his relationship satisfaction, B=.335, t=2.30, p<.05
(see table 12). The female actor’s perception of her partner’s flexibility was the next
strongest predictor of the non-neurotic male’s relationship satisfaction, B=.166, t=1.570,
p=.120, although this predictor only approached significance (p<.12). Unlike the female
actor’s relationship satisfaction scores of the previous analysis, the length of the
relationship was never a significant predictor of the non-neurotic male’s relationship
satisfaction scores.
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Table 11
Regression Models for Non-Neurotic Male Partner's Relationship Satisfaction Predicted by Neurotic Female Actor's
Perceptions of His Traits and Skills
Model
1
2
3

R
.193
.614
.653

1. Predictors:
2. Predictors:
3. Predictors:

R2
.037
.377
.426

Adjusted R2
.027
.349
.373

Std. Error of the
Estimate
.678
.554
.544

F
3.642
13.750
8.065

Sig.
.059
.000
.000

Constant, Length of Relationship
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending, Partner's
Flexibility, Partner's Kindness, Partner's Criticism, Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Table 12
Results of the Regression Analysis for the Neurotic Female's Perceptions of Her Partner as Predictors of the Non-Neurotic
Male's Relationship Satisfaction
Model
1
2

3

Constant
Length of Relationship
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Partner's Kindness
Partner's Flexibility
Partner's Criticism
Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Unstandardized
Coefficients
B
Std. Error
4.349
.341
-.149
.078
2.786
.540
-.037
.066
.402
.081
.014
.101
-.121
.081
2.014
.848
-.004
.072
.244
.106
.072
.112
-.064
.088
.118
.113
.151
.096
-.037
.120
-.055
.109

Standardized
Coefficients
Beta
-.193
-.048
.554
.015
-.129
-.006
.335
.081
-.068
.114
.166
-.041
-.069

t
12.749
-1.908
5.161
-.562
4.989
.134
-1.488
2.374
-.061
2.300
.647
-.733
1.042
1.570
-.304
-.509

Sig.
.000
.059
.000
.576
.000
.894
.140
.020
.952
.024
.519
.465
.300
.120
.762
.612

In summary, the only significant predictor of the non-neurotic male partner’s
relationship satisfaction was the neurotic female actor’s perception of his empathic
communication. The neurotic female actor’s perception of his flexibility was close to
being a significant predictor (p<.12).
Relationship satisfaction for neurotic male actors. Tables 13 and 14 show the
results of the hierarchical regression analysis, in which the neurotic male actor’s
relationship satisfaction served as the dependent variable. Table 13 shows the model
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summaries and Table 14 shows the results of each independent predictor for each step
within the model. The length of the relationship was, again, entered as the initial
predictor variable in step 1 in each of the three models to control for its effects on
relationship satisfaction; it was not a significant predictor when entered as the sole
predictor of relationship satisfaction (model 1), F(1,94)=.391, p=.533 (see table 13).
In the second model (step 2), the male actor’s perceptions of his partner’s skills
(empathic communication, clear sending, and flooding) were added as the predictor
variables. The male actor’s perceptions of his partner’s skills scores significantly
predicted his relationship satisfaction scores, F(4, 91)=14.812, p<.01, and explained over
38% of the variance for the healthy partner’s relationship satisfaction (see table 13). The
neurotic male actor’s perception of his partner’s empathic communication (B=.554,
t=4.989, p<.01) and his perception of his partner’s clear sending (B=.200, t=2.072, p<.05)
significantly predicted his relationship satisfaction in model 2 (see table 14).
Model 3 (step 3) added the male actor’s perceptions of his partner’s traits
(flexibility, kindness, criticism, contempt and defensiveness) to the previous predictors in
steps 1 and 2. These partner’s traits, again, contributed significantly (R2=.623, ΔR2=.239,
p<.01) as a block to the model, increasing the variance accounted for by nearly 24% (see
table 13). With the addition of the partner’s traits to the model, the actor’s perception of
the partner’s empathic communication was close to being significant (B=.146, t=1.673,
p>.09), while the actor’s perception of the partner’s clear sending was no longer
significant (B=.014, t=.162, p=.872). Instead, the actors’ perception of their partner’s
criticism (a negative relationship) (B=-.357, t=-4.048, p<.01) and kindness (a positive
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relationship) (B=.375, t=3.727, p<.01) became the most significant predictors of the
actor’s relationship satisfaction. The actor’s perception of the partner’s flooding was also
significantly related to satisfaction (a negative relationship) (B=-.193, t=-2.419, p<.05).
Table 13
Regression Models for Neurotic Male's Relationship Satisfaction Predicted by His Perceptions of His Non-Neurotic
Partner's Traits and Skills
Model
1
2
3

R
.063
.619
.790

1. Predictors:
2. Predictors:
3. Predictors:

R2
.004
.384
.623

Adjusted R2
-.006
.358
.590

Std. Error of the
Estimate
.743
.593
.474

F
0.391
14.812
18.827

Sig.
.533
.000
.000

Constant, Length of Relationship
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending, Partner's
Flexibility, Partner's Kindness, Partner's Criticism, Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Table 14
Results of the Regression Analysis with the Neurotic Male's Perceptions of His Partner as Predictors of the Neurotic Male's
Relationship Satisfaction
Model
1
2

3

Constant
Length of the Relationship
Constant
Length of the Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Constant
Length of the Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Partner's Kindness
Partner's Criticism
Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness
Partner's Flexibility

Unstandardized
Coefficients
B
Std. Error
3.836
.384
-.056
.089
1.886
.718
-.085
.075
.401
.081
.255
.123
-.122
.084
1.756
.805
-.059
.061
.130
.078
.018
.109
-.180
.074
.496
.133
-.296
.073
.133
.094
.088
.111

Standardized
Coefficients
Beta
-.063
-.095
.451
.200
-.131
-.066
.146
.014
-.193
.375
-.357
.132
.087

t
9.981
-.626
2.628
-1.132
4.972
2.072
-1.457
2.182
-.964
1.673
.162
-2.419
3.727
-4.048
1.411
.796

Sig.
.000
.533
.010
.260
.000
.041
.148
.032
.338
.098
.872
.018
.000
.000
.162
.428

In summary, the significant predictors of the neurotic male actor’s relationship
satisfaction were his perceptions of his partner’s: 1) criticism, 2) kindness, 3) flooding,
and 4) empathic communication.
Relationship satisfaction for non-neurotic female partners of neurotic males. In
the final hierarchical regression analysis (Tables 15 and 16), the non-neurotic female’s
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relationship satisfaction was the dependent variable. Table 15 displays the model
summaries and Table 16 shows the contribution of each independent predictor within the
model. Length of the relationship was, again, entered as the initial predictor variable in
each of the three models to control for its effects; it was not significant when entered as
the sole predictor (model 1), F(1,94)=.925, p>.33 (see table 15).
In the second model, the neurotic male actor’s perceptions of his partner’s skills
scores (empathic communication, clear sending, and flooding) were added as predictor
variables of the non-neurotic female’s relationship satisfaction. The neurotic actor’s
perceptions of his female partner’s skills significantly predicted her relationship
satisfaction scores, F(4, 91)=11.216, p<.01, explaining over 32% of the variance in the
healthy partner’s relationship satisfaction (see table 15). The neurotic male actor’s
perception of his partner’s empathic communication (B=.431, t=4.525, p<.01) was the
most significant predictor of her relationship satisfaction. The actor’s perception of his
partner’s flooding (a negative relationship) (B=-.209, t=-2.210, p<.05) was also
significant in the second model (see table 16).
Model 3 added the neurotic male actor’s perceptions of his female partner’s traits
(flexibility, kindness, criticism, contempt and defensiveness) to the previous predictors.
The partner’s traits, again, contributed significantly (R2=.659, ∆R2=.338, p<.01) as a
block to the model, increasing the variance accounted for by the model to over 65% (see
table 15). In model 3, the neurotic male actor’s perceptions of his partner’s empathic
communication (B=.240, t=2.892, p<.01), flooding (a negative relationship) (B=-.285,
t=-3.760, p<.01), kindness (B=.660, t=6.892, p<.01), criticism (a negative relationship)
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Table 15
Regression Models for Non-Neurotic Female's Relationship Satisfaction Predicted by Neurotic Male Actor's Perceptions
of Her Traits and Skills

Model
1
2
3

R
.097
.566
.812

1. Predictors:
2. Predictors:
3. Predictors:

R2
.009
.321
.659

Adjusted R2
-.001
.292
.629

Std. Error of the
Estimate
.761
.640
.463

F
0.925
11.216
22.024

Sig.
0.339
0.000
0.000

Constant, Length of Relationship
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending
Constant, Length of Relationship, Partner's Flooding, Partner's Empathic Communication, Partner's Clear Sending, Partner's
Flexibility, Partner's Kindness, Partner's Criticism, Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness

Table 16
Results of the Regression Analysis with the Neurotic Male's Perceptions of His Partner as Predictors of the Non-Neurotic
Female's Satisfaction
Model
1
2

3

Constant
Length of Relationship
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Constant
Length of Relationship
Partner's Empathic Communication
Partner's Clear Sending
Partner's Flooding
Partner's Kindness
Partner's Criticism
Partner's Contempt and Defensiveness
Partner's Flexibility

Unstandardized
Coefficients
B
Std. Error
4.148
.394
-.088
.092
3.081
.774
-.140
.081
.394
.087
.117
.133
-.200
.090
3.783
.786
-.177
.059
.219
.076
.062
.107
-.273
.073
.896
.130
-.315
.071
-.017
.092
-.667
.109

Standardized
Coefficients
Beta
-.097
-.154
.431
.090
-.209
-.194
.240
.047
-.285
.660
-.370
-.016
-.637

t
10.539
-.962
3.981
-1.735
4.525
.883
-2.210
4.814
-2.979
2.892
.578
-3.760
6.892
-4.413
-.179
-6.150

Sig.
.000
.339
.000
.086
.000
.380
.029
.000
.004
.005
.564
.000
.000
.000
.858
.000

(B=-.370, t=-4.413, p<.01) and flexibility (B=-.637, t=-6.150, p<.01) were significant
predictors of the non-neurotic female’s relationship satisfaction. The length of the
relationship (a negative relationship) (B=-.194, t=-2.979, p<.01) was also significant in
model 3. In summary, the predictors of relationship satisfaction for non-neurotic female
partners were the neurotic partner’s perceptions of her: empathic communication,
flooding, kindness, criticism (a negative relationship), and flexibility.
Summary of findings pertaining to question #3. The significant predictors for the
neurotic female actor’s relationship satisfaction were her perceptions of her partner’s: 1)
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empathic communication, 2) flexibility, and 3) clear sending, as well as 4) the length of
the relationship. Partner kindness was close to being a significant predictor (p=.111). For
her non-neurotic male partner, the only significant predictor of his relationship
satisfaction was the neurotic female actor’s perception of his empathic communication.
The neurotic female actor’s perception of his flexibility also was close to being a
significant predictor (p<.12).
The significant predictors of the neurotic male actor’s relationship satisfaction
were his perceptions of his partner’s: 1) criticism (a negative relationship), 2) kindness,
3) flooding (a negative relationship), and 4) empathic communication. The significant
predictors of his non-neurotic female partner’s relationship satisfaction were the neurotic
male actor’s perceptions of her: 1) kindness, 2) flexibility, 3) criticism (a negative
relationship), 4) flooding (a negative relationship, and 5) empathic communication, as
well as 6) the length of the relationship.
Overall, empathic communication was the most consistent predictor of
relationship satisfaction regardless of gender or neuroticism. Neurotic females’
relationship satisfaction was most related to the 2 partner communication skills—
empathy and clear sending—plus partner flexibility and kindness. Neurotic male
relationship satisfaction was most related to 3 of his partner’s traits (rather than skills)
being noncritical, kind, and not flooding. Empathic communication also predicted his
satisfaction.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to determine the degree to which the traits and
skills of the partners of neurotic individuals account for the variance in relationship
satisfaction for both the neurotic person and his or her healthy partner in premarital
relationships. However, first we determined the extent to which the partners of
individuals with neurotic traits perceive the neurotic actor as possessing those same traits
in premarital relationships (question #1) and the relationship between neurosis and
relationship satisfaction for both neurotic and non-neurotic individuals in a premarital
relationship (question #2). A discrepancy was found between the neurotic actor’s selfperception of neurosis and his or her partner’s perception of the actor’s neurosis. The
female actor’s self-perception of neurotic traits were significantly correlated only with
her partner’s perceptions of her on the happiness and self-esteem subscales of emotional
readiness; there was little relationship between their perceptions of her maturity
(hostility) (r=.145), or calmness (anxiety) (r=.125), and almost no relationship between
their perceptions of her overall emotional readiness (or neurosis) (r=.059). Similarly, the
male neurotic actor’s self-perceptions of his neurotic traits were only significantly related
to his partner’s perceptions of his neurotic traits on the calmness and maturity subscales
of emotional readiness. There was little relationship between their perceptions of his selfesteem (r=.188) and almost no relationship between their perceptions of his happiness
(depression) (r=.099) or his overall emotional readiness (or neurosis) (r=-.043). This
finding of a discrepancy between the actor’s and partner’s perceptions of the actor’s
neurotic traits was somewhat surprising, given that previous researchers (Watson,
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Hubbard, & Wiese, 2000a) found a small but positive relationship between partners’ and
self-ratings of neurosis in premarital relationships. However, while Watson, Hubbard,
and Wiese calculated correlation coefficients among all dating partners (including nonneurotic couples) within their study, the present study only included more unbalanced
couples (i.e. one partner neurotic, the other partner non-neurotic) in which one person
reported neurotic traits. And, the couples in the present study were in committed
relationships, whereas Watson et al. used a sample that was more heterogeneous in levels
of commitment. In a subsequent analysis using all premarital couples (including nonneurotic couples) (N=8,070) the individuals’ self-perceptions of neurosis were highly
related to their partner’s perceptions of them. This was true for the male (r=.516, p<.01)
and the female (r=.491, p<.01). These findings suggest that the discrepancy is related to a
dynamic specific to the couples in which only one partner reports neurotic traits, rather
than a general difference in perception among all couples. The discrepancy may support
previous hypotheses that the neurotic actor’s self-perceptions of his or her own neurotic
traits were distorted by the neurosis itself and were, therefore, less objective than would
be assessed by an outside observer (Whisman, Uebelacker, & Weinstock, 2004), such as
a partner. Or, the neurotic actors may not manifest their neurotic traits as openly in more
committed, romantic relationships as they may in more casual relationship (Aufhagen and
Hinde, 1997), leading the non-neurotic partner to perhaps overestimate the actor’s
emotional readiness (or neurosis). Perhaps the neurotic actor has become more adept at
hiding those traits that are society has labeled as being the most undesirable (i.e. “good
girls” don’t show hostility and “real men” don’t become depressed). While this
possibility would be unlikely in extreme cases of neurosis, this study’s sample was
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comprised mostly of individuals whose neurosis scores did not fall on the extreme end of
the spectrum. Alternatively, the non-neurotic partners may have simply over-rated their
neurotic partners on the traits of neurosis in a socially desirable manner to refrain from
upsetting the neurotic actor or themselves. For example, the neurotic actor’s hostility (a
trait of neuroticism) may induce a partner who is timid or concerned about maintaining
the relationship to knowingly under-represent the actor’s neuroticism in order to placate
the actor. Future research should compare a more objective observer’s perceptions of the
neurotic actors with the partner’s perceptions and the actor’s self-perceptions to
determine each person’s relative degree of objectivity about the presence of neuroticism.
These results suggest that non-neurotic individuals may not be able to accurately perceive
neurotic traits in their partner, which has important implications for individuals dating
such people. For example, the non-neurotic partner may inadvertently trigger a response
associated with one of the neurotic traits (e.g. hostility) in the neurotic actor without
understanding the cause of the response. This may generate confusion and frustration in
the non-neurotic partner, leading to greater emotional distance between the partners. This
may be illustrated in the hypothetical scenario in which a non-neurotic female playfully
and jokingly teases her neurotic male partner. Rather than reciprocating the playfulness,
the neurotic male’s low self-esteem may lead him to react angrily and defensively instead
of playfully. The non-neurotic female, unaware of her neurotic partner’s low self-esteem,
may not know the cause of this hostile reaction, leading her to feel hurt, confused, and
frustrated by his response. A similar scenario may occur with a non-neurotic male who,
unaware of his neurotic partner’s anxiety, inadvertently makes a comment that triggers
her anxiety, leading her to react in a manner that begins a negative interaction between
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the two partners. It will be difficult for the non-neurotic partners to avoid triggering the
neurotic traits that lead to such negative responses if the non-neurotic partners are
unaware of the neurotic traits in the first place.
As was found in previous research involving married couples (Watson, Hubbard,
& Wiese, 2000; Karney, et al., 1994), partners’ relationship satisfaction scores were
highly related to each other in premarital relationships. Additionally, higher perceived
neuroticism in one’s partner was related to decreased relationship satisfaction for both the
neurotic partner and the non-neurotic partner, consistent with prior research involving
marital couples (Aufhagen & Hinde, 1997). While each of the specific neurotic traits was
independently related to lower relationship satisfaction for both genders, it appears that,
among all premarital couples (including non-neurotic couples) (N=8,058 for females,
N=8,070 for males), individuals perceptions of their partner’s hostility (referred to as
maturity or low hostility in the RELATE scoring system) was most closely related to that
individual’s own relationship satisfaction. This was true for both genders. This suggests
that, of all the neurotic traits, a partner’s perception of hostility in the neurotic individual
may be the most deleterious aspect of neuroticism’s effect on relationship satisfaction, at
least among premarital couples. Interestingly, among the couples in which only the
female reported neurotic traits, there was little agreement between the non-neurotic
male’s perception of the female’s hostility (maturity) and her self-perceptions of hostility.
Further research is required to determine the cause of this discrepancy (i.e. whether the
bias lies in the male’s misperception of the female, is due to an increased tolerance for
her hostility, or is the result of the influence of the neurotic traits—especially depression
and anxiety—on the female’s self-perceptions).
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Regarding the association between the non-neurotic partner’s traits and each
individual’s relationship satisfaction, the neurotic actor’s perceptions of the non-neurotic
partner’s traits and skills significantly predicted each person’s relationship satisfaction.
Though all of the models were significant for both genders, in each of the scenarios
(neurotic male actor with non-neurotic female partner and neurotic female actor with
non-neurotic male partner) the neurotic actors’ perceptions of their partners were more
predictive of the female’s relationship satisfaction than the male’s satisfaction. That is, in
couples in which the neurotic actor was male, his perception of the non-neurotic female’s
traits was slightly more predictive of her relationship satisfaction (66% of variance) than
his relationship satisfaction (62% of variance). Yet, in the couples with a neurotic female
actor, her perceptions of his traits were more predictive of her own relationship
satisfaction (74% of variance) than his relationship satisfaction (42% of variance). This
appears to support the notion that the female’s relationship satisfaction is more dependent
upon the male’s traits than the male’s relationship satisfaction is dependent on the
female’s traits, as is consistent with previous research (e.g. Caughlin, Huston, & Houts,
2000; Pasch, Bradbury, & Davila, 1997).
Of the individual traits and skills, empathy was the most consistent predictor of
both genders’ relationship satisfaction, regardless of neuroticism. Empathy may play such
an important role in these relationships because of its effectiveness in helping the
neurotic partner to feel comforted, accepted, and safe in the relationship (Johnson, 2004).
Low self-esteem, depression, and anxiety—three traits of neurosis—may be especially
responsive to such feelings of acceptance and safety. As Johnson (2004) notes, feeling
safe, accepted, and validated reduces the recipients need to become defensive, thereby

58
reducing the likelihood of creating a negative interaction; instead, such a response allows
them the opportunity to share the burden of the difficult experience and opens the door
for the neurotic individual to see the experience in new ways.
It is noteworthy that, relative to gender, specific traits were predictive of both the
neurotic actor’s and the non-neurotic partner’s relationship satisfaction. The neurotic
female actor’s perception of her partner’s empathy appears to be the greatest predictor of
her own relationship satisfaction and her partner’s relationship satisfaction. Similarly, the
neurotic male actor’s perception of his partner’s kindness appears to be the greatest
predictor of the male actor’s relationship satisfaction and his partner’s relationship
satisfaction. The fact that, relative to the gender of the actor, similar traits were predictive
of both the actor’s and partner’s relationship satisfaction supports the notion that certain
partner traits may help to restrain the actor’s neurotic tendencies, thereby avoiding
relationship damaging situations that would create greater distress in the relationship
Thus, it appears that a female with neurotic traits would be best suited—at least in terms
of relationship satisfaction—to be in a relationship with a male who is able to effectively
convey empathy, is flexible, and is a clear sender. Similarly, a male with neurotic traits
may find the greatest relationship satisfaction with a female who is not critical, is able to
effectively convey empathy and refrain from becoming emotionally flooded in
discussions, and whom he perceives to be kind. These findings may reflect differences in
conflict resolution and communication styles for each gender; a neurotic female may be
more likely to want to openly discuss her neurosis and would therefore find both forms of
communication (empathy and clear sending) to be important, while a neurotic male may
be more likely to respond to stressful events with anger, therefore requiring a partner who
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doesn’t become emotionally overwhelmed and who doesn’t criticize him. As the partner
of an individual with neurotic traits, increasing proficiency in each of these areas, relative
to gender, may be the most effective way to improve relationship satisfaction for oneself
and one’s partner.
Unique contributions
The findings from this study add to the prior understanding of the impact of
neuroticism on relationship satisfaction in several ways. First, these findings suggest that
the marital difficulties associated with neurosis may be present before the wedding.
Furthermore, while marital research indicates that an individual’s self-perceptions of his
or her own neurotic traits are related to his or her own marital satisfaction, these findings
suggest that the partner’s perception of an individual’s neuroticism is also related to one’s
own relationship satisfaction. In other words, individuals’ relationship satisfaction appear
to be affected by what their partners think of them, rather than being based solely on what
they think of themselves. At the same time, these findings also indicate that the
premarital partners of neurotic individuals have difficulty identifying or being aware of
those neurotic traits in the partner. This is not simply an artifact of the premarital status;
the premarital couples in which one person exhibits neurotic traits have a much lower rate
of agreement between self- and partner perceptions than the couples in which both
partners are non-neurotic. Such a difference in perceptions between non-neurotic couples
and those couples in which one partner exhibited neurotic traits was previously unknown.
Furthermore, the specific neurotic traits that the non-neurotic partners have
difficulty perceiving are different for males and females. Whereas the non-neurotic males
have difficulty perceiving the neurotic females’ anxiety and hostility, the non-neurotic
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females have difficulty perceiving the neurotic males’ levels of self-esteem and
depression. Such difficulties and discrepancies had been unexplored in prior research. In
fact, this was the first study to examine the individuals’ perceptions of the specific traits
associated with their partners’ neurosis, rather than relying on the self-perceptions of the
neurotic individual alone. Prior studies, therefore, did not examine the agreement
between the two.
Additionally, this study helps to clarify the positive traits and skills in the partners
that may help both individuals to be happier in the relationship. For males with neurotic
traits, empathy, kindness, and the ability to refrain from becoming critical and
emotionally flooded appear to be the most important partner traits and skills for
increasing relationship satisfaction. For females with neurotic traits, empathy, flexibility,
and clear sender appear to be the most helpful partner traits and skills for increasing
relationship satisfaction. Prior to this study, no known research had examined specific
positive traits and skills in the partner that could affect both individuals’ relationship
satisfaction.
Limitations
It was beyond the scope of this study to identify the perfect combination of
independent variables that contribute most efficiently or effectively to either partner’s
relationship satisfaction. It is possible that dropping or adding certain variables to the
model may have increased the total variance accounted for. Another limitation of the
study was based on the type of data collected. The sample was largely comprised of
Caucasian, educated individuals who were Christians. Furthermore, although the
individuals identified as having neurotic traits were two standard deviations below the
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larger sample’s (N=8070) mean, their scores nevertheless fell within the relatively mild
range of the spectrum of neurosis; a mean score of 2.8 indicates that the individual
answered near the middle of the scale (3) on the majority of the items. Additionally, the
inclusion criterion for the non-neurotic partner’s emotional readiness score was not
extremely high; in order to obtain a mean score of 3.6, the individual would be only be
required to answer between a 3 (the median) and a 4 on each of the items. Future research
using other samples of more racially, ethnically, and religiously diverse and less educated
individuals, as well as individuals who fall on the more extreme ends of the spectrum of
neurosis, is necessary to determine the generalizability of these results. The crosssectional nature of the data also does not allow for inferences to be drawn regarding the
progression (or decline) of either individual’s relationship satisfaction or of the traits and
skills within the relationship. Whether the partner’s or actor’s skills or traits had
increased, decreased, or remained steady during the course of the relationship is
unknown. The results of this study, therefore, do not contribute to the debate regarding
the process of change within premarital relationships. Only a longitudinal design would
help answer such questions.
Finally, this study did not attempt to delve into the reasons that the non-neurotic
partners became involved or remained in a relationship with partners who reportedly
manifest neurotic traits that make the relationship more difficult. In fact, the results from
this study have generated several questions about the non-neurotic partner. The majority
(76%) of the couples included in this study had been in the relationship for at least a year
and many (40%) had been in the relationship for over 3 years. What is it about the nonneurotic partners that leads them to stay in such a relationships? What prevents them
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from becoming emotionally fatigued, to the point of dissolving the relationship, as they
continually cope with the partner’s neurosis? It is possible that at some point during the
development of the relationship, the non-neurotic partner becomes accustomed or
desensitized to his or her partner’s distress level. Or, perhaps the non-neurotic partner’s
social support network, family-of-origin, or personal beliefs or values provide the
strength and determination necessary to remain in the relationship. As noted in previous
research (e.g. Watson, Hubbard, Wiese, 2000), an individual’s positive affectivity within
relationships significantly predicts each person’s relationship satisfaction. Because the
general hostility, anxiety, and depression associated with neurotic individuals does not
necessarily preclude them from also intermittently manifesting more positive qualities
(e.g. a sense of humor or being romantic) in the relationship, it also may be possible that
the actor possesses other traits (e.g. humor or an ability to cover-up depression and
anxiety) that moderate the negative effects of the neuroticism on the relationship. It is
also possible that the non-neurotic partners come from family backgrounds that
desensitize them to such negativity or reduce their expectations for greater happiness in
relationships. Qualititative interviews with the non-neurotic partners in such relationships
may be helpful to generate insight into these questions. Longitudinal studies that cover
the transition from the premarital to the marital relationship may also be helpful to
determine how the shift in marital status affects the relationship dynamics. Uncovering
the answers to such questions may help therapists to better understand the nature of these
relationships, thereby increasing their ability to effectively intervene.
Implications for therapists
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These findings also have important implications for therapists’ approaches to
working with couples in which one person manifests neurotic traits. Therapists meeting
with such couples may initially need to help couples identify the signs of neurosis and
inform them of the general difficulties that arise in such relationships. The RELATE
report, which is generated after a couple completes the RELATE questionnaire, provides
graphs of the couple’s areas of strength and challenge areas and provides a summary
report of the difficulties that the couple may confront as a result of those challenges. A
collaborative discussion with the couple regarding the RELATE report may be an
efficient way for the therapist to increase the couple’s insight into the symptoms of
neuroticism and the challenges that they may face in the relationship. At the same time,
therapists who meet with such couples may find that an emphasis on developing certain
traits and skills in the non-neurotic partner most effectively reduces the degree and
frequency of negative interaction cycles in the relationship, thereby increasing
relationship satisfaction for both partners. Thus, for cases in which the female is the
neurotic actor, the therapist may wish to focus on therapy techniques centered on the
development of the non-neurotic partner’s ability to effectively convey empathy, increase
his or her flexibility, and send messages more clearly. Two of these skills—empathy and
clear sending—can be effectively taught in communication skills training sessions
(Jacobson & Christensen, 1996). Emotionally Focused Therapy is an effective model for
increasing an individual’s flexibility in a relationship by expanding each partner’s
experience and understanding of the other and by exploring the needs and insecurities
within each partner that may be driving the inflexibility (Johnson, 1996). For couples in
which the male is the neurotic actor, the therapists’ use of techniques that increase the
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non-neurotic female’s ability to avoid criticism, effectively convey empathy and refrain
from becoming emotionally flooded in discussions may ultimately produce the greatest
increase in the couple’s relationship satisfaction. Each of these traits and skills can be
improved in communication skills training sessions and through acceptance building
techniques (Jacobson & Christensen, 1996). The tendency to become emotionally flooded
can also be reduced with relaxation training, through which the non-neurotic partner can
be taught more effective methods for identifying and responding to emotionally stressful
situations, thereby improving her ability to refrain from becoming emotionally flooded.
In summary, the results of this study confirm that certain partner traits and skills
do, indeed, contribute to each person’s relationship satisfaction for committed, premarital
couples in which one partner reports neurotic traits. As Gattis et al. (2004) observed,
there has only recently been a shift in the research from the interpersonal processes that
occur within relationships to the intrapersonal factors that may influence relationship
quality. The findings from this study reinforce the continued need for therapists to focus
on both the interpersonal processes and the intrapersonal factors that influence
relationship satisfaction in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics
that may impact each person’s relationship satisfaction. As marriage and family therapists
continue to seek understanding and refine their systemic conceptualizations of the factors
that affect relationship quality, it must be remembered that the intrapersonal factors are
an important contributor to the system and, therefore, must not be neglected or
overlooked.
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